This article explicates how, among members of the Nazarene church in upstate New York, forms of social abjection become a religious good through the pastor's sermons and the symbolic labor of prayer. It examines what it means to circulate issues, weaknesses, and bodily ailments in prayer, and to transform them into power, chosenness, and the promise of the wrath of God. More specifically, the appeal and efficacy of sermon and prayer is largely dependent on the experience of social abjection of the parishioners. The expectation of relief that the community so intensely desires enables the pastor to create the hallucinatory reality he is summoning. Reflecting on a series of religious experiences of one particular member of that community, this article demonstrates how Nazarene religiosity is nurtured by mundane experiences of loneliness and social neglect, which find their most acute expression in the identification of malevolent intent and evil.
frequented by the trial's protagonists. Initially I had wanted merely to understand the general relation of the court case to American Christianity, but a more specific question arose about a relation between the identification of evil and the form of urgent religiosity practiced in this particular church, dissimilar to the religiosity practiced in diverse denominations in my home country of Germany, and in India, the site of my primary research .
The legal proceedings seemed to exhibit some of the peculiar ways in which accusations of evil function in contemporary American society, not unlike witchcraft accusation in other parts of the world. At the time of my entering the church the trial had had severe and observable effects on the small community of parishioners. Many of them seemed shaken by events, although neither defendant nor accused initially appeared at local services. When I introduced the trial in conversations, most members were unwilling to reflect on it, and some even feigned complete ignorance. Although barely mentioned and never openly debated, the trial nonetheless had a spectral quality: it was 'prayed over' collectively, repeatedly, and referred to as 'it', something with which Nazarene Christians were familiar. Instead of discussing 'it', I too simply prayed and observed.
The ecclesiastical heritage of the Church of the Nazarene includes the Wesleyan revival of the 18th century and the American Holiness movement in the later half of the 19th century, a non-denominational movement that emphasizes 'Entire Sanctification', wherein the already converted continues to purify her/himself in sinless life, attempting 'an instantaneous experience which is deeper than, and subsequent to, conversion' (Warburton, 1969: 131-2) . 1 Powered by a strong missionary impulse, Nazarene doctrine advocates Christ-like living ('scriptural holiness') and the establishment of an intimate, personal relationship with God. The fellowship with Christ promises life after death, and more importantly, stresses a deeper present life in which there can be victory over sin through the witnessing and serving of God by means of the power of the Holy Spirit. 2 In what follows, I explicate, first, prayer and sermon in the church; second, the production of evil and the central role of the pastor; and third, a series of non-transformative religious experiences of one particular church member, whom I call Marge. 3 I cite directly from sermons and Bible study classes that I attended and often recorded on tape, with the permission of the local pastor, as well as from interviews and conversations. I hope to demonstrate how Nazarene religiosity is nurtured by mundane experiences of loneliness and social neglect, which find their most acute expression in the identification of malevolent intent and evil. Members circulate their issues and ailments in prayer as a remedy for this situation.
On top of the hill: subalterns on the margins of a fallen world
The Nazarene church sits on top of South Hill on Grandview Avenue stunningly overlooking Cayuga Lake and downtown Ithaca. 4 The generosity of this imperial view is not matched, however, by the standing of Nazarene members within the wider Ithacan community (Siegel, 1981) . The small community of believers consists of poor, uneducated, underclass parishioners of mostly Anglo-American background, but includes some blacks and Hispanic-looking adopted children.
Ashley, an African American woman with several children and an absent husband, affirms with dire urgency all of the pastor's sentences with 'Hallelluja' and 'Yes oh Lord, do it, oh Lord'. Because her children continually misbehave in church, no one wants to sit near her. Consequently, she always takes one of the last rows in service. Obviously in need of help, she nonetheless sits alone. Then there is Amy, constantly pain-faced, and her daughter Mimi, who takes care of her. Amy has just had a leg amputated. We have prayed for weeks for the surgery, and we prayed for Mimi's serenity to help her mother overcome this loss. When we started to pray for the second leg, it remained unclear whether Amy had another medical condition or if we just prayed out of plain fear for the future health of her other leg. Delsy, a janitor at Ithaca College, suffers from visible bodily deformations; she can hardly walk or shake a hand but is nonetheless without fail in good spirits. Delsy though one of the happiest souls in the church is still particularly fearful of the 'devil' and 'evil'. Lon, diagnosed with cancer but resisting surgery, became a member of the Nazarenes only recently, though he had partaken in the church service for a long time. Old Pastor Tyner, usually accompanied by his wife, is an acknowledged danger behind the wheel but too stubborn to quit driving; thus, everyone tries to leave the parking lot either before or after him in order to avoid his erratic driving. He recently got into a car accident and lay in the hospital for an entire week. Only then did people begin to talk to him about his declining eyesight.
Lauren, the music worship leader and praised as a real 'prayer warrior', is very assertive, a natural-born leader. Joe is the sentimental cook, who regularly gives testimony in services, crying into the microphone and thanking the community for his new self. He also loves to perform musical sketches and theatrical pieces, more endured than wished for by the other parishioners. His brother Rich is the 'candy man' and constantly distributes sweets during Bible study and sermons (the candy is usually given to adults). He is particularly fond of the poem 'Heaven's Grocery Store', which he reads to us in Bible study, and later repeats to me at a breakfast. 5 Rich is also an usher, and he takes it upon himself to describe to me the mystery of other churches. 'They speak in tongues', he whispers.
Kenny is a garbage collector and self-proclaimed 'goofer'. Several years ago he lost his garbage business due to some bad debts. He blames himself and says that he 'goofed up'. He liked the job of a garbage man, because 'Everyone knows you. They greet you when they see you'. He now works as a mere employee in the business he formerly owned and ran. Kenny has problems lifting the heavy garbage and is repeatedly admonished to work faster or risk getting fired from his own former company. He complains that he can't compete physically with 17-year-old high school dropouts. On top of it, Kenny just underwent complicated heart surgery. We prayed many weeks for him and his wife in their absence.
Kenny's wife, Rachel, believed for a long time in 'esoterics' and 'New Age'. She thought herself the incarnation of an Indian shaman and attempted desperately to save the souls of sexually molested children from the 'Netherlands', convinced they had been banned there for eternity. She herself claims to have been a victim of her sister's sexual abuse when she was a young child; to deal with this, she underwent regression therapy, a technique close to hypnosis whose goal, as she understands it, is to retrieve forgotten memories of abuse.
Recently, Rachel was not happy with her daughter's relationship with and marriage to a known 'homosexual', whose habit of reading 'pornographic magazines' (probably specialized sex change magazines) she finds 'rather sickening'. Together with a 'prayer-warrior' friend, Rachel prayed for her son-in-law in long sessions. Her worst fears were eventually realized, when she discovered her son-in-law allegedly sexually abusing her baby grandson. Still today Rachel speaks of 'vibrations' and 'undercurrents' when describing her emotions to me.
Marge speaks regularly in tongues and is convinced her manicdepressive sister, Roxanne, is possessed by evil spirits, as she herself too has had experiences with deliverance (spirit possession and exorcism). Roxanne, who is seriously overweight, never participates in church but sometimes stands outside smoking Marlboros while waiting for her pious sister. She hears voices that she attributes to Jesus, but Marge believes these voices are evil demons in her. Marge explains, 'Satan destroys, the lord builds up'. Peter is the secretary of the board and acts like a clown in church. He advertised openly in service for the presidential candidate George W. Bush during his electoral campaign of 2000 and, like Joe, enjoys performing funny and childish skits on stage. The idea of an audience attracts him, and the kids in church love him.
Many women with children but without husbands attend services. Everybody agrees that 'family break-ups' are frequent. Many children and adults suffer from physical disablements. Many white adults have adopted children with darker skin, a practice that the pastor alludes to as 'very strange'. When I ask him about them, he uncomfortably claims that this was not done at other places where he has been a preacher. The only time I hear adoption mentioned explicitly in church -despite it being a common social practice -is in a sermon by a substitute pastor, who described all Nazarenes as 'adopted by God'. Many church members complain about the difficulty of following Nazarene doctrine (and discipline) -for example, the complete abstinence from alcohol and tobacco (see Gusfield, 1986; Johnson, 1978) .
The parishioners gather regularly on Wednesdays and Sundays in a bleak church. Except for the same core that organizes community activities, there are seldom other visitors, lending it an air of emptiness. Since its glory days several years ago under the dynamic long-haired Pastor Briggs, the church has dwindled in numbers. A new pastor couple, Stuart and Linda Stevenson, joined the church in 1999 but were not able to regenerate it. During 'Revival' time in March 2001, when most church members had enthusiastically hoped for a major change, Pastor Stevenson, too, announced his resignation.
This Nazarene church might be characterized as a church of the 'fallen and left-behind'. What is left behind in the church is what appears to be the detritus of Ithacan Christian society: the poor, the goofers, the ugly, the disfigured, the one-legged, the cancerous, the humiliated, the divorced, the interminably ill. 'Lord, protect this church', substitute Pastor Morelli speaks urgently in prayer and sermon, referring to the needy and precarious state of its members, who, in prayer, hold hands, cry, sob.
Nazarenes on South Hill belong to those people for whom the promise of embourgeoisement, some version of the Horatio Alger story, has proven elusive. Instead of experiencing upward mobility, their trajectory has been only downward. A sense of abjection pervades the church, underscored by endless lamentation and voicing of issues and ailments in prayer. Most members seem defeated, internally broken and, despite considerable organized church activity, inconsolably lonely. The women are generally engaged and talkative, but the men often speak in monosyllables, or speak very little, or chatter in what borders on clownishness.
The abjection of church members is complemented by a proud nationalist rhetoric with a peculiar 'American' twist: an ultra-conservative worldview that foregrounds suspicion of the central government. Pastor Stevenson's rhetoric in sermons suggests incomprehension at best, hostility at worst, for the outside world of 'liberals and democrats', 'homosexuals and communists', the 'government' (President Clinton during his impeachment), or 'foreign threats' (the Chinese). The Nazarenes are the fallen, but they identify the world from which they have fallen as the 'Fallen World '. 6 'Weakness' and the symbolic labor of praying I attend the Nazarene church twice weekly, for prayer meetings and Sunday sermon. The sermon begins with a 'Prelude', in which parishioners take their seats and nod their hellos, and background music is played on an organ, followed by 'Announcements' (usually about board meeting issues), 'Invocation' (a prayer), 'Praise Time' (singing of songs), and 'Offerings' (money tokens). Then follows 'Choir' (again singing), 'Prayer', 'Message' (the sermon proper), and finally 'Benediction'. 7 Both the sermon and Bible study begin and end with prayer.
Praying is considered the most important activity. It is ubiquitous because Nazarene doctrine understands life to be a concrete battle against the power of evil that lurks everywhere. Any emotionally unsettling event requires a supplication in the form of immediate prayer, irrespective if in response to personal disappointments and setbacks in life, marital conflict, or political events. 'Praying, that's where the action is', Pastor Stevenson insists repeatedly, because 'in prayer' -he refers to scripture -'strength is made perfect in weakness'. 8 He explains, 'Take all your life, all your worries, all your thoughts, all your little dreams and wishes and make them prayer. Give meaning to your life.' Nazarene prayers have no fixed sequence of words or specific forms of address. This open form is supposed to de-ritualize the prayer, I am told, to make it more spontaneous and free. Prayer includes confession, submission, and overcoming all at once; it should both reveal sincerity and access God. 9 At the same time, prayer in church lacks any meditative quality, but instead evokes urgency about events, past, present, and future, which are not clearly recognizable or predictable. When problems at work come up in a conversation with Marge, she pleads, 'Please, pray for me.' She seeks to elicit from me my problems, harmless by comparison with hers. I tell her about my difficulty learning to drive and acquiring a driver's license, about reading a difficult academic text in English, and she says, 'I will pray for you'. Prayer is the safest and, by definition, the right thing to do, hence constantly repeated.
Personal prayers are welcomed, but in service collective prayers are privileged. When ailments become unbearable, members bring to church their special hardships and work them into prayer collectively. For many, this public intensification of private prayer heightens emotion as it indexes their desperation and piety in front of the others. When the official prayer begins, an individual parishioner walks to the wooden benches in front of the pulpit and kneels, immediately beneath the pastor, placing his or her hands on a bench.
Those who choose to pray in front of the entire community are then assisted, spontaneously. In some instances five to six people accompany the supplicant to the front, laying on their hands, collectively praying. If the physical space is insufficient for all supporters to touch the person in need, a chain is formed behind the afflicted individual, each person touching the other in turn. This touching is practically the only form of physical contact in the religious practice of the church, as sensuality is considered evil, equated with pornography, violence, profanity, and the occult. Although collective prayer has the character of a public shaming ritual, only few long-time community members shy away from the anxious bench. The size of the community -with about 25 to 30 regular visitors, including many children -makes it impossible to remain anonymous, or to entirely conceal the issues at hand. Hence there is frequently some implicit understanding of the concrete reasons for this special act of 'praying over it'. In sermons we sing, 'Dark is the stain that we cannot hide'. 10 The shame of sin, the 'dark stain', cannot be hidden from a God conceived as omniscient. Ritual procedures cannot keep Him at a distance. On the contrary, the purported ideal is complete submission and absolute proximity to God. In this submission, which is also a form of self-denial, the spent blood of Christ will wash all sins away. 11 This shameful stain is the condition of possibility for the display of piety and submission. By being shamed one attracts unwanted community attention but also coveted care. 12 This dominant form of prayer is an externalization of sin that should lead to 'grace'. Due to the missionary nature of the Nazarene church, where external expansion is accompanied by an internal purification, believers are always sinful, be it in their pasts or presents. The question for them, then, is how to ensure their 'cleanliness' after being reborn to Christ, that is, how to achieve 'grace'. Prayer is the technology that tries to cleanse the past as well as protect one in the future. It purifies by expulsion of sin and it protects by dwelling on anxiety about the future.
When parishioners sing in church, some physically lift their arms high, with eyes closed, heads lowered and facing the floor, to receive grace, and 'wash it away [with the] crimson tide, whiter then snow'. 13 Usually only one hand can be lifted as the other is needed either to hold the songbook or to touch the back of another member, as mentioned above. The raised hand mimes the idea of testifying as well as the logic of an antenna: the reception of the energy of the Lord, coming from the sky, to the pulpit and the pastor, is multiplied and channeled to the person in need, who is grounded, holding on to the wooden bench. Some believers, alternatively, lift both arms and spread their palms facing the wall behind the pulpit; for them holding the songbook would hinder the reception of God's grace. Pastor Stevenson uses an overhead projector in order to project the song lyrics onto a large, white, plastic screen, which then hides the church's only cross. This frees hands from holding the songbook and opens them to God in a kind of direct transmission, like so many antennas receiving radio waves. The sobriety of this classroom-type atmosphere contrasts starkly with the emotional intensity of prayer.
The general restlessness and discomfort within the community is alleviated only when members come to know of each other what they call 'weaknesses'. Marge says that she does not want to discuss with other members of the community the details of her 'weaknesses', for fear of placing too much power in their hands. She shares with me, however, but not with other church members, her past in a counterfeit Christian sect, her sister's mental illness, and humiliation suffered at her job. In prayer she only hints at those issues, asks for support (again, understood as in prayer), and then moves on. Other members share 'weaknesses' expressed in symptoms such as bodily ailments, diseases, difficulties at work, failed marriages, esoteric experiments, sexual deviancy, and substance abuse. These symptoms from biographic pasts are then related to sin, which must be expelled and 'overcome' through prayer.
Prayer, then, is a technique of transparency for overcoming concealed 'weaknesses'. To be prayed for and to request a prayer defines the essence of participation in the community, and results in a kind of transparency about private desires and lives. The transparency sought in relation to God is mimicked ideally between members of the community, and the failure to live up to this ideal arouses suspicion. Members generally avoid giving the impression of prying into the details of someone else's ailments and problems, but someone with no concrete prayer needs is suspected of not admitting to sin and therefore not to be trusted. Moreover, withholding need creates the impression that the issues at hand might be scandalous. Thus, although people in the guarded atmosphere of the church are discrete about the personal matters of others, the activity of prayer feeds their curiosity and ultimately everybody knows something about everybody else's distress.
Although she will not say so directly, Marge distrusts all of the other members (with the exception of Delsy, to whom she is close), for reasons that have little or nothing to do with 'evil', but with failure of a rather profane nature. Revealing the exact nature of this failure, however, would expose her weaknesses and confront her with an unresolved and perhaps unresolvable pain that prayer cannot address. Marge is nonetheless adamant about participating in the ritual: she needs to pray in order to wash away her sins, demanding a collective prayer whenever feeling overwhelmed by emotions.
In this ritual, God's grace is promised (and His wrath escaped) only to those who submit to his power (under his Gewalt: authority, power, force, violence). 14 Submission to God's power, as suggested in the references to the concept 'Gewalt', sustains a submission to the divine propensity for violence. The expiatory logic here is circular: the heavier the sins, the more one needs His grace to wash them away. The more His grace is needed, the more one has to submit to His will and externalize one's sins. In short, in order to escape God's wrath for being sinful, one has to submit to His authority, which in turn means that one has to keep on externalizing one's sins through prayer.
Power and the promise of wrath
In his sermons Pastor Stevenson describes prayer variously as confessing sins, asking for help, engaging in a glorious battle against evil, addressing God, and overcoming weakness. Prayer transforms individual weaknesses into power by assuming God's will. The decision to be reborn as a Nazarene means to fight in the battle of Satan versus God, a fight that will not end in peace, but through which one attains the raw power necessary to continue the fight. The pastor reads, 'He will rule them with an iron scepter/ He will dash them to pieces like pottery/Just as I have received authority from my father/I will also give him the Morning Star.' 15 Through voice inflections and variations in volume and melody, Pastor Stevenson creates a sense of normality in obtuse things, such as in the existence of evil or magical wonders, and a sense of monstrosity in normal things, such as in trick-or-treat on Halloween, the meaning of weeds in the garden, or the enormity of political scandals. He adeptly and abruptly shifts registers, from the threat of apocalyptic terror to the familiarity of a latenight-show entertainer telling a quick joke for a quick laugh. The parishioners easily follow, even anticipate, his moves, laughing and clapping along. An emotionally balanced sermon is considered boring, uninspired by the Holy Spirit.
Although Pastor Stevenson cites Bible passages regularly, the emotional core of his message usually begins only after he departs from scripture proper and enters into free association, bizarrely shouting and laughing, descending from the pulpit in an agitated manner. Tall with broad shoulders and a growing belly, he is an ex-military man whose figure reveals a past athleticism. His impeccable attire, well-fitting suits in several shades of grey and blue, contrasts starkly with most parishioners, who tend to look unkempt, even shabby, with uncombed hair, wrongly buttoned shirts, sullied or mismatched clothing. Occasionally, a few overdress, like Rich, who one time wears a suit and tie (and puts on excessive cologne), only to dress down, wearing the same green plaid shirt, for the rest of the winter.
The pastor's free associations unwittingly reveal what is on his mind, usually something mundane to which all community members can relate. He channels sentiments, first in himself, then to the community, ultimately combining these sentiments with the 'issues' at hand. When referring to the Parable of the Weeds in Matthew 13:24-29, for example, he immediately describes the weeds in his own garden, located right behind the church where we are sitting. We walk by it daily. 'The world is like a field. There are good and bad seeds. The good ones are planted by the Lord, the bad ones by evil. Bad stuff is mixed in. That's why I hate the garden and garden work', Pastor Stevenson pauses, and then adds, 'Do you like garden-work?' No one responds. He shouts, 'Ahhhhh! All this weed!' It sticks to his socks and pinches him; how ugly it looks; how it keeps grass from growing. But then, he announces loudly, 'They will be burnt and all will be clean.' Returning to the parable of the weeds in the Bible, he reads the passage, grimaces, and concludes, 'They will be burned in bundles at harvest time. God only waits to make sure everybody has had a chance. He is so merciful. But after the harvest, it will be too late.' 16 Following the pastoral logic of the Bible, God is so great in his mercy that he will not punish until the time of the harvest of souls. There is ample time for people to turn away from evil. Then, however, justice will be served, a justice imagined as wrathful revenge. He dwells on the thought of burning like dry weed: 'You know what must be the worst for them? I have done some thinking about that . . . When you are there [read: in hell], and then you think of all the missed chances that were offered to you and you did not take them! Just think of that. Think of that!' People nod in agreement. 'And then all the torture and that', he continues, meaning that besides being burned eternally in hell, it will be horrible to remember all those missed chances of not taking God's hand and belonging to the children of heaven. 'God will cast them all into the fire when the time has come', he predicts. 'God hates them!' He shouts: 'He hates them and will burn them! Time and again God waited and waited . . . They refused, and refused, and refused . . . Now they will burn!'
There is, he suggests, something fundamentally rude and impolite about stalling one's own salvation, about 'making God wait'. It remains unclear to me how, exactly, this temporal urgency for immediate repentance relates to the infinity of God, which the pastor acknowledges -after all, God allows for ample time. But there can be no relaxation in this apocalyptic worldview, no calm trust in God's mercy and compassion. The ultimate battle is fought in every body, every soul, all the time.
In mobilizing disgust, fear, and hatred in ordinary experiences, the pastor channels his own associations to the parishioners and offers them the possibility of abreaction of resentment. 17 Once, when loudly admonishing the parishioners about their superficial vanities -odd given the humble status of most parishioners -he mentions a visit to Hollywood, where he saw façades and masks used as movie props. 'There was nothing behind it!' he exclaims. 'Who was behind that mask?' He then curiously moves to his uncertainty about the Nixon Watergate scandal: 'No one is safe, we can never know who is evil.' Another time he talks about flesh-eating maggots hidden beneath the long hair of a cute dog. Recurring in these emotive images is the fear of something hidden from view, an evil that prowls behind.
The reciprocal movement between prayer and sermon -parishioners offering sins and the pastor promising wrath -is the quintessential religious labor of the Nazarene. If an inner emptiness is overcome by filling the self with sins, the externalization of sin in prayer guarantees access to the power of God. 18 Weakness thus becomes generative of its opposite: the source of power. The aporia of this system, therefore, is not 'evil' at all but its absence. Thus, paradoxically, it is one's sins, and the continual production of these, that allow for the promise of participation in God's power and wrath over the sinful.
The ordered sequence from 'Invocation' to 'Benediction' in service stands in tension with the appearance of spontaneity that prayer assumes when spoken in the Nazarene church.
Prayers usually begin with prayer requests. Some of the names of those requesting prayer are listed on the copied handout we receive upon entry each Sunday. Additionally, however, Pastor Stevenson asks: 'Who should we include in our prayer? Are there any requests?' There are always many: Amy's foot hurts again, Lon will leave town on Thursday, Marge has trouble at work, Joe's car broke down again (and he has no money to get it fixed), Margarette's pubescent niece does not listen to her anymore.
In Bible study, members ask directly for prayers for themselves; in services, by contrast, public prayer requests most often take the form of someone asking for a prayer on behalf of someone else. For example, 'I request a prayer for Annagret, as I know she is feeling bad today.' The pastor notes these requests on a piece of paper and then adds whomever he feels necessary, always adding his wife Linda's prayer needs, as well as his own. Once he even added another person's request he had received by phone. The juxtaposed prayer requests set up bizarre and unwarranted equivalences: between an amputated leg and success in deer hunting, between cancerous lungs and the victory of the daughter's softball team.
The pastor rattles off the prayer requests hurriedly, in a monotone that nonetheless follows a rhythmic sequence. The monotone quality of the prayer can still attain an astonishing emotional intensity, an urgency, primarily through changes in intonation. The prayer itself has no clear sense of beginning and end, suggesting that what is important in prayer is not its form or structure, but merely the intention and insistence of the person that prays. After all, the Holy Spirit is in and around everyone who chooses to access Him. The parishioners feel confident of His presence, that He hears their requests.
The circulation of issues and ailments
In service, prayer performs several transformations, which we might call the symbolic labor of this religious practice: a) recognition and voicing of pain, b) abreaction of sentiment through the promise of the wrath of God, and c) the transformation of abjection into chosenness. The main agent in this labor, who initiates the symbolic transformation, is the authoritarian figure of the pastor. In 1999, Pastor Briggs left under conditions no one was willing or able to explain to me (though I suspect it was related to the conflict within another family that turned on accusations of child sexual molestation). For several months, members of the church had to sustain community activities on their own. The result seems to have been disastrous. The tiny community divided immediately into factions and, as Marge explains, behaved 'very un-Christian'. Community activities such as Bible study, group cooking, child education, choir, and even the board meeting came to a complete stop and people were, Marge says, 'angry about each other'.
The disastrous results of the absence of the pastor points to the pivotal function of his structural position from which the symbolic labor for transforming evil into purity, abjectness into chosenness, inarticulateness into naming, and sentiment into re-sentiment, could be accomplished. Without this function the community collapsed, and evil was found internally within the community itself, instead of projected onto outside forces. The conflicts that emerged included members turning against one another, jealousy about functions and positions, and fights about who was to lead prayer or who was to organize the music at service.
The structural function of the pastor is to collect all 'weaknesses', interpret them through passages and notions of the Bible, and lend them recognition on a collective level. The pastor assembles all the broken pieces of life, the arms and the legs of the community, and by speaking them out anew removes their profane aspects. 19 Without the pastor, there is no figure to deflect 'evil' outside of the community. Pastor Stevenson re-presents in prayer to the community the 'weaknesses' and 'sins' everybody already knows, enabling their circulation without ever attempting to address their actual causes. 'Sin' becomes safe when expressed as bodily ailments, which might themselves be somatic expressions of repressed desires and conflicts. This circulation in prayer does in fact form the basis of mutual care in the sense of recognition of each other's pain, a recognition no other Ithaca institution seemed to offer the parishioners. But while the suffering and bodily dysfunctions are recognized in prayer, their somatic expression is not thereby alleviated, nor are solutions other than prayer ever recommended.
Ailments are not discussed as to their causes and solutions but made to signify the power of God and our helplessness in the face of Him. For example, Amy's foot pain is not connected to the fact that she is poor and lacks medical insurance that would allow for surgery, but instead her foot pain takes the place of other, more metaphysical ailments elsewhere, which become somatized into her foot. As real as the ailments are, they are dwarfed by her sin and the eternal damnation for the non-believer that the pastor promises in his sermons. The only help then is prayer. Even so, the persistence of problems and issues is amazing. It might be because 'weaknesses' often take the place of the real secrets of the parishioners, such as Rachel's esoteric experiences, which could define her either as weak, needing to be included, or as a witch and demanding exclusion. Other secrets include Marge's secret visits to lesbian cafes and homoerotic relationships with women, Dave's desire to become a woman, Lon's fascination with 'people who speak in tongues' (a practice frowned upon in the Nazarene Church), 20 or Mimi's unnamed friend's belief in the magical efficacy of 'crystals'.
'Issues' work in much the same way as bodily 'ailments'. They also lead to prayer, where they are focused upon collectively and circulate through the community. The difference may be that whereas ailments are symptoms of body and soul, issues are the symptoms of an external world conceived as pregnant with evil.
Issues and evil identification
The strongly paranoid tone that the pastor exhorts in his sermon frequently marshals suspicions against the government, hostility toward liberals and democrats, fears about the upcoming governmental elections, hatred of the moral degeneracy of academics and intellectuals, panic about communists and homosexuals, fear of occultists and devil worshippers inclusive of the 'evil custom' of Halloween. Occasionally the pastor also mentions the heresy of Mormons, and the evil in distant countries like India and China, where Christians are killed and persecuted. The pastor does not, however, target the local Chinese in Ithaca. In fact, he invited me several times to meet after sermon for lunch in a Chinese self-service restaurant downtown with fairly low prices. 'Everyone enjoys the food here', he says.
Issues circulate in ceremonial gatherings such as collective prayer and sermon on Sundays, Bible study, and choir practice on Wednesdays. In the fall of 2000, ubiquitous little plastic flags and election posters were stuck in front yards of homes in Ithaca. Whereas in town signs for the Democratic presidential candidate Al Gore dominated, outside the town most signs and flags were favoring the Republican, George W. Bush. This urban/rural distinction was discussed much on the college campuses and in town, but I never heard a word about the comparison in the Nazarene church. If 'townies' and academics were critical of the support for Bush, Nazarenes in Ithaca must have felt surrounded by what they timidly understood as liberal domination.
For months in his sermons, Pastor Stevenson made passing reference to the election. Each time he began by first negating what he would subsequently confirm. For example, he would promise that his pulpit would not be used to tell anybody how to vote, but in his next breath recommend the parishioners read a 'conservative journal', because it offered 'a different view on things'. After the election, during the tense dispute over the vote count in Florida and Ohio, Marge made a 'prayer request' that members pray over 'what's going on with the elections'. She could have been expressing indignation over irregular election procedures, or, alternatively, that the recounting of the ballots should never have proceeded (because Bush obviously won). She does not say either. What she does mean is that members should pray over those forces that unsettle her: the closeness of the vote count and contestation of the election results. The pastor affirms Marge's request by including it in the collective prayer, but he also avoids addressing the issue concretely. He prays, repeating Marge's exact words, for 'what's going on with the elections'.
As usual, it is not clear what precisely the community is actually praying for or against. No one, however, seems bothered by this. Marge's idea to pray over 'what's going on with the elections' circulates to the Bible study the following Wednesday. My attempt to initiate discussion or elicit further comment are met with silence. Pastor Stevenson seems to rebuke me in his sermon (and repeats to me personally): 'intellectual certainty can't come without moral cleanliness'. A rational exchange about issues is no substitute for prayer, which, by contrast, expresses fear without having to name it, and thus sustains fear for other purposes, such as the identification of evil. The uncertainty produced through reflection, that is, seeing a subject matter now in this way and then in that way, is dangerous. When I ask Delsy, a 49-year-old handicapped African American woman, to tell me more about Satanism and evil in and around Ithaca, after she had mentioned it several times, she -who is usually so friendly -suddenly becomes indignant and says, 'We are Christians, we do not know about these things!' Knowing complicates 'issues', which then might no longer be seen as clear evidence of the existence of danger and uncanny coincidences.
The lack of argumentation should not be construed as a disinterest in politics. Marge and Pastor Stevenson are very far from any sort of political neutrality. Rather, political decisions grow out of the deep conviction that God will do the right thing and that through prayer the community is following God's will. In any case, if the right thing is not done, it is the work of the devil.
In short, the circulation of issues is not a form of communication about problems. 'Issues' are not discussed because they are already known, not in their content (for which there is either little interest or curiosity) but in what they stand for and reveal: a world behind which lurks malevolence. Because God is truth and He is known, everything in the world becomes either a sign of Him, the known, or a sign of the devil, the unknown. The prayer request about the 2000 election, in other words, is probably less for a specific result in the recount than a desire for reassurance that the country will not fall to evil, to anti-Christian forces. This prayer, even when answered (the Supreme Court declared Bush the winner), however, does not lead to serenity or spiritual calm, for members remain suspicious of the larger society.
Why the Nazarene remain so suspicion of the outside, and why they remain so eager to identify evil in the world, has to do with a process of differentiation predicated on an experience of rejection. Marge, for instance, wholly rejected Halloween as an evil ritual, because, she reveals to me, she fears the dark of night teeming with monstrous disguises and the prospect of children's tricks. She herself had suffered consistent rejection in the community from childhood to the present. Consequently, today she excludes herself from society while simultaneously resenting this exclusion.
Pastor Stevenson finds expression for this ambivalence and gives sentiment form by turning the community's abjection into chosenness ('We are the children of the King', or 'God still has plans for me'), deflecting their hate and resentment into a promise of justice ('The promise of the coming of the wrath of God'), their marginality into power ('We partake in God's Glory'). Instead of effacement within society, the misfit is made to fit, a society largely indifferent to the woes and ordeals of church members becomes 'fallen' and suffused with malevolence. His message is unequivocally triumphal: 'Today, we are the guilty, today truth is a lie. But there will be a 180 percent reversal. God has promised!'
Repeating without departing
Marge and I spend much time together, meeting at her home, sitting in a parking lot, a park, or a café, carefully peeling away the oddities we represent to each other. Marge's parents were college professors at Ithaca College; 'academic sub-culture' shaped her values growing up. But her attempts to be 'right on the career track' and 'have a stellar career' have not worked out. I detect a slightly mocking tone despite the confessional mode in which she reflects on her experience. The last words of each sentence float in the air, suggesting there is more to come. She breathes her words and often begins answering my questions with 'ah', as if she had anticipated the question. The confidence she had in her youth, she says, 'Looking back, I think it was somewhat worldly and selfish. Heh!' The 'heh' with which she often ends sentences makes it seem as if someone is laughing at her. Marge guffaws at herself.
Even though her parents 'tried their best' the family was 'not founded properly on spiritual values'. Therefore, Marge reasons, the family started to fall apart during her teen years. Her parents were not religious, and never went to church. Marge's father left the family when she was 11, and died suddenly a few years later. 'I was alone with it', she says, and lacking friends, she visited the school psychiatrist. It was at this time that Marge was invited by classmates to visit a local church. 'They asked if anyone wanted to receive Jesus as their savior to stand up. And so I did.' Marge stood up: her first experience with the Lord, age 16, in 1974.
After high school Marge entered Brandeis University near Boston, a 'Jewish university'. She enrolled as a pre-biology major but did not do so well. 'I wanted to become a biologist, heh heh', Marge says, and laughs gruffly. She liked biology in high school primarily because of the teacher, but she was also fond of 'those three-dimensional microscopes'. Lonely, still without any friends and in academic trouble, Marge began skipping classes to visit a Catholic chapel on campus, where one day she asked to be baptized. They agreed and baptized her. The second time Marge found the Lord.
At the end of her first academic year, members of the Unification Church came on campus to recruit new members. Marge was interested at once. 'They had a definite spiritual teaching that was attractive to me.' The Unification Church is a 'cult', Marge explains, with all the deadly seriousness that this word has for a Nazarene like her. 'It's a counterfeit Christian church marked by really much authoritarianism, heh.' A young, friendly man introduced Marge into the spiritual teachings of the sect in the campus cafeteria. 'We talked about the Kingdom of Heaven coming to earth. And it seemed to me just like such a message of hope.' During a retreat -in what she calls a 'counterfeit conversion experience' -Marge came to believe that 'Reverend Moon is the Lord of the Second Advent, . . . the second coming of Christ'. She joined the Moon sect immediately. Her third experience with the Lord.
Marge says that her mother was scandalized, but did not try to dissuade her from joining the Moon sect. Instead, she sent her 20-year-old daughter, Roxanne, to convince her 17-year-old daughter, Marge, to return home. 'She never took the bus', Marge says about her mother. Marge stayed with the Moon sect for three full years, selling flowers in parking lots and factories during strenuous fundraising tours in the US, working long hours, living out of a trailer with insufficient funds for proper clothing during the cold winters. She remembers receiving pocket money barely enough to buy a new toothbrush. She estimates that she collected 'many thousands of dollars'. During this time she had very little contact with her family except for a single Christmas visit, and no contact at all with any former acquaintances. She traveled widely. 'I have seen "it", I guess you could say!', she mimics Pastor Stevenson, who often says this about his travels, with a similar inflection of voice to affirm his authority during sermons. Ultimately, she was transferred back to New York to play in Reverend Moon's band.
Marge then began to experience problems with her right foot, making walking painful. There was a growth inside her foot, she says. After the pain intensified, her mother offered to arrange for surgery. This episode mysteriously inaugurates the severing of ties with the Moon sect and her return to Ithaca. After returning to Ithaca for surgery, Marge did not revisit the sect's headquarters in New York, and neither did the sect ever tried to get her back. She believes that the Lord held His hand protectively over her and arranged this solution, including her mother's help. After three years on the road, she returned home without skills, money, belongings, or friends. She asked to live with her mother, who did not want her to move in. So she found a small apartment to rent, and a job at Lewis' Lunch, a red truck fast food stand on Cornell's north campus. 'There I was', she says in a breathy laugh.
Marge's memory of the 'Moonies' is full of ambivalence. She makes it clear to me that the sect's teachings were deceptive and wrong, and she feels guilty for collecting donations under false pretences. Usually sect members claimed to collect for a 'Christian Youth Group' or a 'Christian Drug Rehab'. These were 'lies', Marge says, calling oneself a Christian but really being a member of a counterfeit sect. Still, she remembers with pleasure the intensity of prayer, the close-knit community, the extreme piety she adhered to. In one of our conversations about the Moon sect, she un-self-consciously bursts out: 'But make no mistake, I love them!' Marge struggles with the intense emotional experience that was 'fundamental' to her, yet with an inauthentic, 'counterfeit' sect. The Moonies defined her entry into an emotional Christianity, into what she always lauds as 'fundamentalism'. Marge is caught, as her 'counterfeit conversion experience' was her first real conversion experience.
Ambivalence also characterizes her relation to her mother. After returning to Ithaca, her mother tried to 'deprogram' her. Marge says bitterly, 'I think it violates someone's freedom of religion. I think we oughta trust the Lord to bring people out of these things. He did bring me out.' Marge insists that it was not her mother but really the Lord that helped her, mentally, to leave the sect. On one fine day she walked into a local Christian bookstore downtown at the Commons in Ithaca. Peggy Sue, an acquaintance from high school, was working in a store there. Marge explains, 'This good Christian, a gifted evangelist, reached out to me.' Peggy Sue introduced her to the Bethel Grove Bible Church, one of the Holiness churches. With a small prayer group there, Marge experienced the 'baptism of the holy spirit', her fourth experience with the Lord.
From then on Marge began to speak in tongues, and even once performed for me so I could record it on tape. Bethel Grove is part of the tradition, Marge explains, where the Holy Spirit is poured out over the believer. It is a means 'to get with God in a big way'. In holy life, the pattern of sin is erased, and even if one still sins once in a while, 'You are not slave to sin.' She now believes in the 'Second awakening to the Lord', and the 'Second work of grace', which the Nazarenes call 'Entire Sanctification'.
While attending Bethel Grove, Marge decided to return to school (without the support of her mother), and entered a Christian college. She started at a college in northwest Iowa, but finished in Nyack, north of New York City, receiving a Bachelor's Degree in English. Marge considers this a wonderful time of growth, 'the making of me as a Christian'. She has little to say about what influence the exposure to American or English literature had on her life.
After a few years she became interested in the Salvation Army, another Holiness Church, because she wanted to engage in mission work in order to serve the Lord. She joined the Salvation Army and after another five years of service, Marge graduated as an officer, a 'Lieutenant', but she admits that she never developed any leadership abilities. Another four years and Marge grew disenchanted with the Salvation Army and 'their army style'. Extremely lonely, she left -two months after her promotion to captain. Contrasting the Salvation Army with the Moon sect, she commented, 'The founders did not think of it in these terms, but if you look at the actual structure, it is set up like a religious order. You give most of your life decisions over to the organization.' The Salvation Army decides where to send officers for the mission and, according to Marge, in former times they could even permit or forbid marriage. 'But at least they had personal property. ' After her Salvation Army experience, Marge entered school again, the Elias Theological Seminary, to improve her credentials to be a minister, and she completed a two-year course. Several months later, Marge was called home because her mother was ill with cancer. For a year and a half Marge took care of her mother. A week before she died, Marge's mother confided that she was saved, too, that she was also a Christian. 'I was shocked', Marge explains. It was then that she joined the Nazarene church on South Hill, where she has been for the last four years.
Marge's parents were not religious and her successive spiritual transformations, such a dominant theme in her life, were more or less selfchosen. After being baptized a Catholic, she joined the Moon sect, and later a colorful patchwork of local Holiness churches in and around Ithaca. Now she prefers evangelical denominations that are known for their promise of yet another chance ('being re-born'), and are called by many, including their members, 'fundamentalist'. The 'Second awakening of the Lord' and the 'Second work of grace' relate directly to the Reverend Moon as the 'Lord of the Second Advent' which is the 'Second coming of Christ'. To be in the 'second' -reborn -expresses her desire for a constant renewal as a defense against the painful loss of a first birth, a loss never fully left behind.
The obsession with the 'second' reveals the hidden logic of Marge's desperate condition: the first will never do. Marge seems caught in this logic of the 'second', which promises her yet another start, and makes it possible to avoid confronting the most intimate sources of pain. She is compelled to begin all over again, repeatedly, but never understands this as a departure from something. It is just a new beginning. Yet the failure of departure, the spectral return of that which makes her feel empty and needy, still haunts her. When I revisit Marge in spring 2005, she has left the Nazarene church for another Holiness church, another new beginning.
How does understanding this life help to explain Marge's experience of prayer among the Nazarene of Ithaca? Her life is certainly not prototypical for all Nazarene members (she never experienced marriage, for example, unlike most members), but she nonetheless shares with the others an affinity for a certain form of religiosity, which consists of the transformation of abjection into a religious good. Within the Nazarene church this transformation is effected through the circulation of prayer. Through a desire for otherworldly detachment, to escape onto a transcendental plain where a specific pain cannot be felt, she becomes the very thing she attempted to exorcize in the first place. A magic that cannot cure easily becomes a bad spell. It is bitterly tragic that in the end Marge becomes precisely what she at all times most feared: rejected, outside, lonely. For now, Marge does belong to a community, but she is still lonely. It is the community to which she belongs, moreover, which also seems to belong nowhere.
Prayer and social abjection
Completed just before George W. Bush, neo-con Republicans, and the religious right replaced Clinton, moderate Democrats, and secular liberals, this ethnographic study offers insights into how the specific form of religiosity in one church community relates to abjection in the US today. In presenting ethnographic material on an upstate New York church, serendipitously discovered as the politico-Christian right in the US reached its political apogee, and concentrating on a specific member within it, I show how the church and its members define themselves not merely within the larger movement of American evangelicalism, but also in contradistinction to the local Ithaca community with its rival churches, cults, esoteric movements, and academic subculture.
This material also speaks to larger socio-historical continuities and transformations in the style of scarce liturgy and the emotional intensity of prayer, both of which are products of complex religious developments dating back to the 16th-century European Reformation. With its heightened emphasis on an unmediated relationship between an individual and God, Reformation theology engendered significant transformations in the practice of private prayer, leading not only to a heightened interest in vernacular prayer guides, but also to debates about how to address the Divine, and how to deal with God's 'willful deafness to man's cries' (Garrett, 1993: 330-2) .
Reinvigorated by revival movements during the last two centuries, American evangelical Protestantism became increasingly involved in worldly causes, abolition and temperance in the 19th century, the 'moral majority' and anti-abortion in the 20th (Moore, 1986) . Among the immediate results of these more recent transformations are stronger involvement and leadership of women in churches, support for the idea of a mutable society (as against destiny), more emphasis on individual choice, and humanization of the figure of Jesus in the age of autobiography and the novel.
More significant for explaining the Nazarene, however, is how this active Christianity holds the believer accountable for success or failure in life. Worldly success or failure indexes one's standing with God, relative blessedness, ability to achieve salvation, and even degrees of sinfulness. If, on the one hand, the worldly activism of these recent forms of religiosity has created dynamic forces for change in American society, on the other hand, linking other-worldly affirmation with this-worldly success creates certain categories of abjection in America, the forms of which the Nazarene church in Ithaca epitomizes.
This picture is not without paradox. An observable nervousness and anxiety about salvation, and a lack of serenity with one's own worldly state, should, in principle, be ameliorated by many other conditions, such as increased individual control over the fruits of religious labor; greater accessibility to God through de-ritualized prayer; greater familiarity in communication with God in private prayer (in what Garrett, 1993 : 331, terms 'democratization' of prayer); secular neutrality of the state in all religious matters; de-hierarchized religious institutions (e.g. the 'priesthood of all believers' instead of an institutionalized clergy); freedom of 'choice' from a multiple array of religious denominations; the ability to appropriate the power of the Holy Ghost directly. But, among the Nazarenes of Ithaca, none of these conditions seems to lessen anxiety about salvation.
Instead, the biographies and life experiences of church members are characterized by a positive affirmation of the choice of 'Christ-like living' and 'sanctification' that is starkly juxtaposed to a loss of control over their own lives and standing in the world. Parishioners rarely express this loss of control directly to me. Their constant search for spiritual life -switching parish, denomination, or sect -suggests, though, that they are desperate for a meaningful religiosity that might deliver salvation and serenity, continuity rather than repeated rupture. Still thinking of themselves in the fearful terms of a world of desired potentialities, which as Nazarenes they allegedly have left behind, the failures of their lives now become marked as sites of malicious evil. Most members of the Nazarene are marginal indeed, perhaps the abject within Ithaca. Poor, handicapped, unemployed, overweight, alcoholic, old, single-women-with-children, an unusual mix of very poor black women and 'white trash' -many of the categories defining abjection in America are represented in the church. 21 This abjection is not simply the result of objective structures of class, race, or gender discrimination, which, in the Nazarene church, find expression in a toxic mix of downward class mobility, gender confusion, and sexual and political anxiety. My claim is that abjection is constitutive of intimate experiences in general, the symptoms of which are retrieved, spent, and reworked in prayer and sermon. An analysis of abjection must come to grips with the fact that the parishioners' broken relationship to a world considered 'fallen' has much to do with the broken relationships they have with themselves individually, in relation to their own lives. Socio-economic origin is not irrelevant to this question; whoever falls always falls from somewhere. But social origin and downward mobility are conditions, not mechanisms of the fall, and they tell us little about how this 'fallen condition' is sustained.
In the church forms of abjection become a religious good through prayer and its symbolic transformation of weaknesses and bodily ailments into power, chosenness, and the promise of the wrath of God. The mutual laments and exchange of weaknesses and ailments relates the small community to itself, creating an interiority while, importantly, failing to create a stable community. If communitas is at all achieved it is only when evil is deflected into the world through the symbolic labor of the pastor, making possible the abreaction of resentment. Without this deflection the community collapses and turns in on itself; hence we witness a succession of pastors with little memory or consciousness of this history.
The identification with sin, with what one tries most to get rid of, is sustained because the secrets of one's own sinfulness become the condition of possibility for intimacy with God. Sin is the only thing one has left to offer to Him. Yet, although repentance should lead to the state of grace, to being freed of sin and 'innocent like a baby', sin always again returns and inscribes itself onto the trembling subject.
The Nazarene God takes the form of an absent parent, promising love despite failure, grace despite sin, but certain punishment if disobedient. In this way the spontaneous and free communication with the Divine is underpinned by an authoritarian streak through its extreme stress on submission. The experience of absent parent and failed familial cohesion is empirically common for members of the Nazarene church. The experience of childhood rejection and neglect may be, for many, the origin of the urgent desire for an omnipresent God, and the fear of an omnipresent evil. This evil poses a grave threat to achieving grace, and can be found potentially everywhere, remaining fundamentally an amorphous menace, taking any form at any time with a danger of contagion. The internalization of rejection, and incessant dwelling -through the invocation of prayer -on the possibility that God could indeed perhaps not love you, grounds the experience of abjection.
Despite this rather bleak picture of abjection, a situation in which the Nazarenes of Ithaca could achieve a consciousness more sovereign and independent from the dominant social narratives that construct their biographical pasts as personal failures is imaginable. If sanctification would allow them to leave their failures behind, I suppose, they might be able to offer God the first fruits of their own accomplishments, as well as derive some internal strength and pride in their unique ways. However, the Nazarenes in Ithaca remain fundamentally attached to their own primary source of humiliation: the lack of recognition by a society that keeps on signifying to them the truth about themselves.
One should not understand this Nazarene religiosity as some form of subaltern symbolic resistance to overpowering social structural forces. While externalized in the symbolic labor of prayer, issues and ailments remain in constant circulation as they are never overcome. At its most positive, praying might result in serenity, the admission of powerlessness, limits, and even failure. But not encouraged to identify concrete causes for problems, an oppressed identity is never transformed into an identity of oppression. Prayer instead affirms parishioners' sense of abjection.
This condition of abjection also means that those political ideologies most conducive of escaping this vicious cycle are branded as the most evil of all: New Deal socialism and the machinations of anti-Christian international communism. In other words, social and political neglect results in a political ideology that seeks to do away with the very government intervention and social welfare policies that might enable members to alter the conditions of their lives. Perhaps equally significant, the culture of secular social innovation in the context of marriage and sexuality, where new solutions are attempted, is dismissed without exception. Instead of a critical stance towards hetero-normative ideals of sexuality and nuclear family cohesion (especially given the actual experiences of many parishioners), members oppose even the concept of lifestyle. It is inconceivable that the need for care, love, and companionship could be achieved in alternative ways.
Anthropological work on prayer has tended to focus on its qualities in speech and on ritual aspects without relating it to social abjection. 22 My contribution to this work, specifically, has been to focus on the critical transformation achieved through the symbolic labor of the pastor in sermon and prayer, whose appeal and efficacy is largely dependent on the experience of social abjection of the parishioners. The expectation of relief that the community so intensely desires enables the pastor to create the hallucinatory reality he is summoning. The community delegates authority to him, and in his labor -essentially done with and in language -he weaves issues and ailments into prayer and sermon. First he emplots, then he deflects. But the pastor warns the parishioners of participating in a local world from which they are already excluded. Inhabiting the voice of a wrathful God, he hurls exaggerated maledictions toward the world, building on resentment and anger in urging members to disavow those from which they desire recognition.
Coda on religious style
To return to a larger theoretical question: what do we make of this religious style at the beginning of the 21st century? Modern commentators on religion such as Feuerbach, Marx, and Freud were in agreement that an escape into transcendence abets fatalism and aids the ideological work of alienation. Marx, most famously, defined religion as an 'opiate of the masses', which functions through alienation (Entfremdung): men are dominated by forces of their own creation, which confront them as external powers, outside of their control. The critique of alienation was essentially the critique of traditional religion, and it was most effective at that. 23 By comparison, sociologists of modernity such as Durkheim and Weber emphasized the important function that religion plays in processes of sociation (Vergesellschaftung), making possible transcendence of the everyday experiences of individuals. In collective representations, individuals transcend themselves by becoming part of something larger. Luckmann (1967) carried these arguments to a paradoxical conclusion: secularization produces a new social form of religion, resulting in the sanctification of the individual's autonomy and private life course; sources of 'ultimate' meanings are increasingly sought in the profane everyday rather than in its transcendence. 24 But precisely in relation to these new sacred meanings (what Luckmann calls 'sacred cosmos') the Nazarenes become utter failures. 25 Marge, for example, sees in heterosexual marriage the only possibility for departure from her busy and lonely service of the Lord in church. Marriage, for her, has achieved the status of something sacred, not because she ever thought it was absolutely necessary to marry, but precisely because she cannot find a way to enter into marriage. No one ever chose her.
The kind of transcendence with its alienating power referred to by these theorists seems strangely absent in Marge's church, echoing Luckmann's claim that the domain of transcendence shrinks in modernity. When the Nazarenes are confronted with the products of their own religious labor, they harvest not the sublime but only fear. Cheated out of the positive fruits of this labor, the externalization of sin comes back to haunt them as 'evil'. Their own sins, drawn from mundane experiences of rejection and neglect in the domains of sexuality, family, and work, circulate in sermon and prayer and continuously feed their ideas of evil. In other words, Nazarene laments address their own lives, not God, an entity far removed and absolutely other. Sharing their desires with the world that surrounds them, they do not succeed in departing from their failures. They fail to depart precisely because they remain within a worldly register despite repetitive religious labor. The fundamentally secular nature of this urgent and immediate religiosity allows for no ascetic tradition that might express a radical externality, separation, and defense from the world. Remaining within the purview of a world in which they inhabit the lowest possible rung, their only defense against humiliation is to deflect evil into the world. Still eluding these believers is what the democratization of religious practices emerging out of Reformation theology promised: that through prayer they will gain sovereignty over their own selves. Bainbridge (1997) and Warburton (1969) . 3 All personal names in this article have been changed. 4 The recent religious history of the upstate New York area, in which Ithaca today is considered a liberal anomaly, is quite storied. In the first half of the 19th century, during the westward movement of people and ideas, that part of the state was known as the 'burned-over district', an expression that aptly characterizes several waves of revivalism, rampant sectarianism, and eccentric spiritual stirrings. From 1740 onward the area witnessed at least three large spiritual beginnings, and many smaller ones, the most significant of which was the 'Second Great Awakening' in 1831, under the leadership of a talented evangelist of the day, Charles Grandison Finney (Cross, 1950; Johnson, 1978) . Significant transformations in religious practices, not theological in any narrow sense, accompanied and were popularized in numerous revivals by peripatetic preachers, with effects far beyond the upstate New York area. What Cross (1950: 173) calls 'new measures' in the 1830s included a novel preaching style in which urgent exhortation was presented in a simple, cogent, and colloquial language. Resisting reference to sin in the third person, for example, preachers made use of the personal pronoun 'you' in addressing parishioners directly as sinners. Extemporaneous sermons allowed preachers to improvise and react spontaneously to listeners; sermons were increasingly tailored toward specific audiences, employing parables derived from common habits of farmers, mechanics, and housewives. Pulpit manners were supposed to emphasize the 'burden of the address' and the 'familiarity with God' by '[h]and clapping, wild gesticulation, and shift of voice from shout to whisper [adding] visual and auditory sensation to a theatrical performance ' (p. 175) .
Notes
Praying as an activity, too, changed in form and function, as well as frequency. In 'praying circles' or 'holy bands' collective group prayers became common as a way for individual parishioners to express themselves regularly in public. In an important qualitative shift, to 'ask God any vague request' became an offense against true religion (Cross, 1950: 178) . Instead the entreaty to God was now to be a precise objective, one offered with a proper motive and accompanied by an absolute faith of immediate and direct accomplishment. The faithful turned to intense 'agonizing supplication', lasting up to an entire night, as an active measure to intervene in the world. Prayers, especially during revival, became 'high leverage presses for enforcing community opinion upon stubbornly impenitent consciences ' (1950: 178-9) .
The targets of the attention, the people prayed-for, consisted initially of unregenerate husbands, for example, or other immediate community members less involved in revivals and marathon prayer. These new spiritual technologies were deployed as mechanisms 'for rousing a community-wide anxiety over the inhabitants' spiritual state' (p. 181). If Christian conversion had always implied private humiliation before God, now individuals were placed at the 'anxious bench' in front of a gathered congregation and the shaming became a public performance (Cross, 1950: 181; Johnson, 1978: 97) . The admittance of being an 'abject sinner' was supposed to strip the seeker of all pride, as only in this naked state could the Holy Spirit descend and signal a new departure (Cross, 1950: 181) . In this regeneration, the individual's expression of a new intent was often conceived as identical with the miraculous inward change of sudden conversion.
Yet, perhaps the most critical novelty came with a revolution of ideas about the essence of human potentiality, best expressed in Finney's famous assertion that by uniting and converting the world right now, Christians could bring on the millennium -as predicted in the Book of Revelationin three months (Johnson, 1978) . This new optimism about the End was coupled with a shift in belief that not Christ's actual physical re-appearance but the reign of Christianity alone could bring about the Kingdom of Heaven on earth. With this transformation a new utopian temporality and millenarian urgency took hold in upstate New York, and elsewhere in the United States, the reverberations of which can be felt even today (Fitzgerald, 1986) . 5 Situated on 'life's highway', the poem describes the visit to a grocery store, in which one can select patience, love, understanding, wisdom, faith, strength, courage, grace, salvation, peace, joy, prayer, songs and praises for free from the shop's shelves. These 'groceries' do not cost anything because 'Jesus paid the bill a long time ago'. 6 The Nazarenes have literally fallen away from the world back into what they consider the 'fundamentals'. At a time when many mainstream Protestant conservatives prefer the label 'evangelical', members of this church insisted on calling themselves 'fundamentalists' (see also Moore, 1986: 170) . 7 These are the official designations given in the program passed out at the church door before every church service. (Kolnai, 1929) . 18 The pastor asserts: 'We are privileged to have access to the King of the universe. We must be the overcomers, the victorious, the conqueror', sermon, 8 October 2000. 19 The role of the pastor -as leader of the group -is predicated on an act of delegation imbuing him with the plena potentia agendi, the plenipotentiary power of proxy to represent the group. Each individual parishioner must sacrifice a part of her or himself to the pastor, who as leader is empowered to represent the collective meaning and will of the group. This unconscious act of delegation promises for the parishioners an end to their individual isolation but also denies each of them a singular voice. The pastor as delegate is to act as the spiritual representative of the group and through his representation the group becomes conscious of itself. As Bourdieu (1991) has asked in an important analysis of politico-religious authority in democratic contexts: how is it possible that the very person whose power is predicated upon the will of others ends up defining their needs? It is in the intimate interest of the leader to bring about the group in the name of some higher meaning, which he determines. The symbolic labor of the pastor, therefore, cannot but always again reaffirm the need of the individual for this particular group and its pastor, who offers them the 'true' meaning of their own suffering and sin. Nowhere is the intervention of the pastor more painful than in this initial act of delegation (choosing a church and a pastor, for example), which might be seen as an act of selfempowerment, but leads to its opposite, a form of usurpation and alienation. 20 In 1911, during the Fifth General Assembly of the Church of the Nazarene, the word 'Pentecostal' was deleted from the Church's name because of the rise of 'modern tongues-speaking' of the time, a practice which, according to the Church, gave the term 'new popular meanings'. Until then the Church's name had been 'The Pentecostal Church of the Nazarene' (see [http://www.nazarene.org/archives/history/turning_point.html], accessed 16 June 2006). Although frowned upon officially in the Nazarene church, glossolalia still fascinated many members, and some even engaged in the phenomenon. Members seem generally susceptible to all things esoteric and New Age, though this is inconsistent with official Nazarene doctrine. An immediate reason for this irregularity may be that membership in this particular church fluctuates. Membership in different esoteric movements simultaneously, or in serial succession, seems to be pronounced. Similar to the way heterosexual marriage has assumed the form of serial monogamy, we observe serial monotheist awakenings here. 21 The term 'white trash' denotes a stereotype in the US that implies the image of 'abject poverty, where the obviousness of a body's decay or lack of decorum and comportment "explains" the economic condition, overwhelming any suggestion that systematic market forces are responsible for producing such conditions' (Hartigan, 2005: 136) . Hartigan (2005) provides an informed discussion and reflection upon the term, which denotes the phenomena of extreme white subordination by class. For description of internalized abjection among the working poor in the context of an authoritarian workplace, see Ehrenreich (2001) . 22 Among the recent work on Christian rhetoric, see Harding (2000) , who examines the televangelist Jerry Falwell and Christian fundamentalism, focusing on the subliminal efficacy of born-again language, how speech can partake of the generative quality of the Bible and can possess a newcomer in a process called witnessing. In the context of Catholic Pentecostalism, Csordas (1987) draws attention to the dialectic of motives in the performance of ritual genres, the way in which their circulation through prophecy and prayer, sharing and teaching, allows for a flexible vocabulary in terms of which people can direct their behavior and organize their relation to the world. Keane (1997) juxtaposes, in the Indonesian context, concepts of prayer by Dutch Calvinist missionaries with Sumbanese ancestral ritual speech, emphasizing the differences in conceptions of intentionality, agency, as well as language use in communicating with the divine. Crapanzano (2000) compares the contemporary literalism of elite Christian fundamentalists with originalist interpretations of law, demonstrating commonalities in religious and legal discourse in the use of this mode of interpretation. In a process similar to that among the abject Nazarenes of Ithaca, he points to how the literalist magic of the word, despite reliance on a rhetoric of freedom, results in an authoritarian worldview. 23 For Hegel, 'alienation' implied both Entäusserung (externalization) and Entfremdung (alienation), and he closely associated the two concepts with one another. As Lukács (1973 Lukács ( [1948 ) has shown, the influential concept of alienation originally developed in Hegel's early writings on religion, where, following the cataclysmic events surrounding the French Revolution (which he welcomed and supported), he tried to reconcile Christianity with the contradictions of bourgeois society and his idealist notion of freedom. In earlier formulations, Hegel's critique of Christianity implied what he called 'Positivität', a dead objectivity and formalism of religion, which he juxtaposed to a 'subjektive Selbsttätigkeit und Freiheit' (a subjective selfagency and freedom, pp. 135-9). No doubt the young Hegel would be rather disappointed if he were to witness the effects of contemporary free and subjective religious practices. Although Lukács's enthusiastic MarxistLeninist rhetoric seems somewhat dated today, his close reading of the development of Hegel's thought remains perhaps the best account of the emergence of the Hegelian dialectic. 24 The English publication of 'The Invisible Religion ' (1967) employed the translation 'system of "ultimate" significance', and not 'system of 'ultimate' meaning'. However, I have decided to use the latter here. In the original German text of 1963, 'Das Problem der Religion in der Modernen Gesellschaft', the German word Bedeutung is used, which technically can mean both 'meaning' as well as 'significance'. In the recent German republication of the book by Suhrkamp (1996) , 'Die unsichtbare Religion', Bedeutung is again employed (and not the German word Signifikanz, which, like its English counterpart, is derived from Latin). 25 Taking 'identity' to be the expression of the interiority of the individual, these consist of the ability of an autonomous individual for self-expression (Selbstdarstellung), and self-realization (Selbstverwirklichung); both become important in consumption, mobility, sexuality, or familialism (Luckmann, 1967) . Since the Nazarenes are neither wealthy (consumption), nor happily married (familialism), neither interested in being sexually creative or affirmative (sexuality), nor able to be successful professionally (mobility), most members of this church, by this social definition, are considered failures.
